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Introduction

Whether it be significant dates in the RAF College calendar or those in the RAF timeline, 
the month of July appears to have been a quiet month throughout the RAF’s 
distinguished history. 


Every February, for example, Cranwellians can celebrate the RAF College’s Founders’ 
Day; every April, the Falklands conflict; every May, VE Day, Whittle’s first jet flight and 
the Dambusters raid; every June, Dunkirk and D-Day ops; every September, Battle of 
Britain Day; every November, Remembrance Day. But July, in historical terms, appears 
to have been a comparatively quiet month.


However, the British weather may have come to our aid here, as there have been a 
number of aviation milestones during our unpredictable summers. This album 
catalogues a number of “July” milestones in the RAF’s history, many of which would 
indirectly have a bearing on RAF College history and the careers of College alumni.


We add it for your enjoyment to the other albums that form the Cranwellian Historical 
Society’s July Feature of the Month. Look out for the underlined embedded links to 
amplifying data and videos. [To open these links in a separate browser tab and thus not 
lose your place in this e-document, press control+click (Windows) or command+click 
(Apple Mac) on the underlined word or image]



1st Airship Trans-Atlantic Flights - July 1919
To the members of her crew, His Majesty's Airship R34 was known as 'Tiny' - inevitably. The ship 
was enormous: as big as a contemporary 'Dreadnought' battleship. Her overall length from bow to 
stern was 643 feet, twice as long as a football field; her maximum diameter was 79 feet and her 
overall height just short of 92 feet. Her cost was around £350,000 and her total gas capacity was 
1,950,000 cubic ft, giving a gross lift of about 59 tons and a disposable lift, when the weight of the 
structure and permanent fittings was discounted, of 26 tons. 


On 1st July 1919, the ship was gassed to its limit and loaded to its full capacity, and by the end of 
the evening the ship was ready to go. The ship’s official departure time was set at 2.00am (GMT) on 
2nd July in order to obtain the maximum lift from her gasbags. She was eased out of her shed 
slowly by 700 members of the handling party. The weather forecast was favourable and Sqn Ldr GH  
Scott RAF, formerly of the RNAS, decided not to wait any longer, and at 1.42 am (GMT) the signal to 
release was given and the R34 lifted slowly in to the misty night sky. Her five engines were signalled 
to commence and the propellers roared into life. The ship was on the way to America, but was so 
loaded for the journey, that even with the forward momentum of the engines, she very slowly gained 
height. The R34 travelled along the Firth of Forth, then at a height of 1,300ft she cleared Rosyth, 
Glasgow, and down the Clyde by daybreak. After 108 hours 12 minutes flying time, the R34 landed 
at 9.54am on 6 July in Mineola, New York. This became the world endurance record, breaking that 
set previously by the British NS 11. There were 140 gallons of fuel left on board, which was sufficient 
only for another 2 hours flying at reduced power.


As with the flight to America, the R34 would be gassed to capacity again for her return, and await 
the coolest part of the day to depart, and so the ship was finally launched at 6 minutes to midnight 
on Wednesday July 10th, landing quietly at Pulham Air Station three days later at 6.57 GMT.

Extracts courtesy of the Airship Heritage Trust https://www.airshipsonline.com/airships/r34/index.html

https://www.airshipsonline.com/airships/r34/index.html


Long Range Non-Stop Flight - 7/8 July 1938

LRDU crews gather for a group portrait in front of one of the well-traveled Wellesleys. (RAF Museum, Hendon)

Extracts courtesy of HISTORYNET https://www.historynet.com/flight-of-the-wellesleys/

On July 7-8, 1938, a proving flight by four RAF Long Range Development Unit (LRDU) Wellesleys from RAF Cranwell to Ismailia and 
Shaibah, Iraq, covered 4,300 miles in 32 hours, at an average ground speed of 135 mph. They returned to Upper Heyford a week 
later. Although that flight went well, it was not until October 24 that four Wellesleys arrived at Ismailia to prepare for the actual 
record attempt.


Each LRDU aircraft was crewed by a first pilot, a second pilot/navigator and a third pilot/wireless operator. Every man would take a 
turn at the controls. In the long, tubular fuselage, the changeover required gymnastic ability, as Flight Lt. Brian Burnett described: 


“The fuselage was pretty narrow and congested, with the navigator and wireless operator positioned in line behind the pilot, so that 
to change pilots, the first pilot had to have his seat let down from behind and climb out backwards while the second pilot squeezed 
by to grab the flying controls and climb in for the seat to be pushed up behind him. If the automatic pilot was working this was not 
too bad, but it wasn’t always! And one had to move fairly smartly.” 

The pilot/wireless operator in the rear must 
have needed even greater dexterity when his 
turn came to fly the plane. 


Ultimately, it was decided that only three of 
the four aircraft would make the attempt: 


• L2638 (LR1), with Sqn Ldr Richard Kellett, 
the flight commander, as first pilot, Flt Lt 
Nick Gething as second pilot/navigator 
and Plt Off Maurice Gaine as pilot/wireless 
operator; 


• L2639 (LR2), with Flt Lt Rupert Hogan, Fg 
Off George Musson and Flt Sgt TD Dixon; 


• and L2680 (LR3), with Flt Lt Andrew 
Combe, Flt Lt Burnett and Sgt Hector 
Gray. 

All had been chosen based on their fitness 
and stamina.

https://www.historynet.com/flight-of-the-wellesleys/


First Gloster Meteor Op - 21 July 1944
On 12 July 1944, 616 Sqn became the first RAF 
squadron to receive jet aircraft in the form of 
Gloster Meteor Mk. I fighters, testing them at RAF 
Culmhead.

The first Meteor operational sortie was on 27 July 
from RAF Manston when it intercepted V-1 flying 
bombs launched against southern England. 

The first victories came on 4 August when one V1 
was tipped over after a pilot's cannon jammed and 
another was shot down. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BqM-GUS6ioI


Formation of RAF High Speed Flight - 12 July 1946
During the Second World War, most of the pre-war airspeed records had been broken. The RAF 
decided to recapture the flight airspeed record with its new generation of jet aircraft, and set up a new 
High Speed Flight squadron. Group Captain Teddy Donaldson was selected to command the Air 
Speed Flight, established at the start of 1946. The flight included some notable pilots, such as Wg Cdr 
Roland Beamont DSO, Squadron Leader W.A. Waterton AFC and Flt Lt Neville Duke DSO, DFC.

On 7 September 1946, he established a new official world record of 615.78  mph (991.00  km/h; 
535.10 kn) in a Gloster Meteor F.4 EE549 over Littlehampton, although some unofficial Me 262 and Me 
163 flights in the Second World War achieved higher speeds. As a result, he was awarded a Bar to his 
Air Force Cross.

On returning from the Paris Air Show in January 1947, the same aircraft set a new record time of 20 
min 11 sec between Paris (Le Bourget) and London (Croydon). She later saw service with the Fighter 
Command units before being retired to instructional airframe duties at Cranwell in June 1952. EE549 
went into store in June 1958 before finally going on display at the RAF Museum in 1972. She is 
currently on loan to Tangier Museum from the RAF Museum.

Extracts courtesy of Tangier Museum https://www.tangmere-museum.org.uk/museum-aircraft/gloster-meteor-f4

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_Force_Cross_(United_Kingdom)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roland_Beamont
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bill_Waterton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neville_Duke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Donaldson_(RAF_officer)
https://www.tangmere-museum.org.uk/museum-aircraft/gloster-meteor-f4


First Jet Flying Boat Flight - 16 July 1947
The Saunders-Roe SR.A/1 was a prototype flying boat fighter aircraft 
designed and built by British seaplane manufacturer Saunders-Roe. It 
was the first jet-propelled water-based aircraft in the world.

The concept behind the SR.A/1 originated during the Second World 
War as a reaction to Japan's successful use of military floatplanes and 
the emergence of the turbojet engine. Saunders-Roe presented an 
initial proposal of their jet-powered seaplane concept, then designated 
SR.44, to the Air Ministry during mid-1943. In April 1944, the Ministry 
issued Specification E.6/44 for the type and supported its 
development with a contract for three prototypes. Development was 
protracted by Saunders-Roe's work on other projects, the war having 
ended prior to any of the prototypes being completed.

On 16 July 1947, the first prototype, piloted by Geoffrey Tyson, made 
its maiden flight. The SR.A/1 was evaluated by the RAF, who 
concluded that the design was incapable of matching up to the 
performance of land-based designs. Despite interest from foreign 
governments, including the United States, no orders for the SR.A/1 
materialised. As such, it never entered volume production or saw 
service with any operators. While interest in the SR.A/1 programme 
was briefly revived following the start of the Korean War, the aircraft 
was considered to be obsolete by that point and was again rejected.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HmSaWXHuPbw
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jet_propulsion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geoffrey_Tyson


First Transatlantic Jet Crossing - 12/14 July 1948
On 14 July 1948, six Vampire F.3s of No. 54 Squadron 
RAF became the first jet aircraft to fly across the Atlantic 
Ocean when they arrived in Goose Bay, Labrador. They 
went via Stornoway in the Outer Hebrides of Scotland, 
Keflavík in Iceland and Bluie West 1, Greenland. From 
Goose Bay airfield they went on to Montreal (c. 
3,000 mi/4,830  km) to start the RAF's annual goodwill 
tour of Canada and the US, where they gave formation 
aerobatic displays. 

At the same time, USAF Colonel David C. Schilling led a 
group of F-80 Shooting Stars flying to Fürstenfeldbruck 
Air Base in Germany to relieve a unit based there. There 
were conflicting reports later regarding competition 
between the RAF and USAF to be the first to fly the 
Atlantic. One report said the USAF squadron delayed 
completion of its movement to allow the Vampires to be 
"the first jets across the Atlantic”. Another said that the 
Vampire pilots celebrated "winning the race against the 
rival F-80s."

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montreal
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5JZTpsfNl7s


First Vickers Viscount Flight - 20 July 1948
Extracts courtesy of Flight Magazine http://www.vickersviscount.net/FlightMagazineReports/1948-07-22.aspx

http://www.vickersviscount.net/FlightMagazineReports/1948-07-22.aspx
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Summers
https://youtu.be/WC50jdaTTGY


First D H Comet 1 Flight - 27 July 1949
Extracts courtesy of RAF Museum https://www.rafmuseum.org.uk/research/archive-exhibitions/comet-the-worlds-first-jet-airliner/

Between 1930 and 1950 military aircraft design advanced from propeller 
driven biplanes to jet powered monoplanes. Civil aviation remained 
dominated by large propeller driven aircraft until 1949 when de Havilland 
introduced the world to the age of the jet airliner. Sir Geoffrey de 
Havilland conceived the idea of the DH106 ‘Comet’ in 1943 and design 
work began in September 1946. The prototype first flew on 27 July 1949.

In order to carry the maximum amount of passengers and freight, the 
weight of the aircraft and fuel had to be kept to a minimum. The 
construction techniques were a mixture of old and new: rivets were used 
but also glued together using a technique known as Redux bonding. 
This technique had been pioneered by de Havilland in the Hornet and 
Dove aircraft, to reduce the weight of the structure whilst keeping the 
strength.

After only eighteen months of service, two aircraft disappeared within 
three months of each other. The Secretary of State for Civil Aviation 
ordered a full investigation into the causes of the disappearances. This 
was carried out by the Royal Aircraft Establishment (RAE) at 
Farnborough and a court of enquiry was established. One part of the 
investigation examined cabin pressurisation. This used water to produce 
cabin loading and hydraulic rams to generate wing loading. BOAC 
Comet, Yoke Uncle, was placed inside a water tank with the wings 
protruding through seals in the walls of the tank. The loads which were 
applied simulated a three hour flight in ten minutes. The skin of Yoke 
Uncle had undergone 3057 flight cycles (1221 actual and 1836 
simulated) before a fatigue crack produced a failure. This occurred at a 
rivet hole near the forward port escape hatch. About 70% of one 
crashed aircraft was recovered and this confirmed that fatigue crack 
growth in the pressure cabin was the cause.

The last Comet l to be built, frame no 6022, was a Comet 1A ordered by 
Air France on 21st November 1951 along with 6020 and 6021. This 
aircraft was initially registered as the French civil airliner F-BGNZ. Her 
first flight was made at Hatfield on 16 March 1953. F-BGNZ was 
delivered to Air France and operated on the Paris-Rome-Beirut service 
from August 1953.

https://www.rafmuseum.org.uk/research/archive-exhibitions/comet-the-worlds-first-jet-airliner/
https://youtu.be/R4rsDITZzUQ?t=37


First Prototype Hawker Hunter Flight - 20 July 1951
The Hawker Hunter was a transonic British jet-powered fighter 
aircraft that was developed by Hawker Aircraft for the RAF 
during the late 1940s and early 1950s. It was designed to take 
advantage of the newly developed Rolls-Royce Avon turbojet 
engine and the swept wing, and was the first jet-powered 
aircraft produced by Hawker to be procured by the RAF. On 7 
September 1953, the modified first prototype broke the world 
air speed record for aircraft, achieving a speed of 727.63 mph 
(1,171.01 km/h; 632.29 kn).

Extracts courtesy of redbubble.com

https://youtu.be/sZlHvEmbRD8?t=301
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawker_Aircraft
http://redbubble.com


London to Paris Record Flight - 5 July 1953
Extracts courtesy of Trove https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2885709

The Supermarine Swift was a British single-seat jet fighter 
aircraft that was operated by the RAF. It was developed and 
manufactured by Supermarine during the 1940s and 1950s. 
The Swift featured many of the new jet age innovations, such 
as a swept wing. On 26 September 1953, a Swift F.4 piloted 
by Lt Cdr Mike Lithgow RN broke the world absolute speed 
record, reaching a speed of 737.7 mph (1,187 km/h).

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2885709
https://youtu.be/OpY0dJU0Y_A?t=71
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mike_Lithgow


First Victor Prototype Crashes - 14 July 1954
Extracts courtesy of Aviation Safety Network https://aviation-safety.net/wikibase/20420

https://aviation-safety.net/wikibase/20420
https://youtu.be/9IpVR6Cke-I?t=518


First D H Comet 3 Flight - 19 July 1954
Extracts courtesy of BAe Systems https://www.baesystems.com/en-uk/heritage/de-havilland-comet-3---4

The De Havilland Aircraft Company DH106 Comet 3 (G-ANLO) flew for the first time on 19th July 1954, and was in reality an extensively 
developed aircraft, derived from the earlier DH106 Comet 1 and 2. Fuselage length was increased by 15' 5" to provide accommodation for 
up to 58 passengers (although this was further increased with the introduction of the DH 106 Comet 4) plus the addition of wing pinion 
fuel tanks which were introduced to provide extended range capability. 


Many regard the DH106 Comet 3 as the most attractive in appearance of all the DH106 Comets, although trials indicated that it lacked 
the range required for North Atlantic operations.  Further modifications were introduced to generate the DH106 Comet 4, the main 
production variant utilised by BOAC.  The DH106 Comet 4 had the required performance for non-stop services from London to New York, 
this service being inaugurated on 4th October 1958. 


The final version the DH106 Comet 4C combined the fuselage of the DH106 Comet 4B, with the wings of the DH106 Comet 4, to produce 
a long fuselage variant with pinion tanks.  The DH106 Comet 4C was notably successful in the export market with sales to Misrair, 
Mexicana, Aerolineas Argentinas, Sudan Airways, Kuwait Airways and Middle East Airlines.

https://www.baesystems.com/en-uk/heritage/de-havilland-comet-3---4
https://www.baesystems.com/en-uk/heritage/de-havilland-aircraft-co-ltd
https://www.baesystems.com/en-uk/heritage/de-havilland-dh106--comet-1---2
https://youtu.be/-dV3RZbBbSU?t=1


First RAF Phantom FGR2s Ordered - 20 July 1968
Extracts courtesy of RAF Museum https://www.rafmuseum.org.uk/research/collections/mcdonnell-douglas-phantom-fgr2/

The Phantom formed a major part of the 
RAF’s combat aircraft strength for over twenty 
years and provided the Service with one of 
the world’s most capable strike fighters. 


Two versions of the Rolls Royce Spey-
powered Phantom entered service with the 
RAF. The FG1 (the version also used by the 
Royal Navy) in the interceptor role and the 
FGR2 in the ground attack and tactical 
reconnaissance role in Germany. From 1977, 
all the RAF Phantoms were used exclusively 
as interceptor fighters over United Kingdom 
air-space.


Great Britain bought fifty two Phantom FG1s 
and 118 Phantom FGR2s. Wi th the 
deployment of Phantoms to the South Atlantic 
in 1982, an additional order for 15 Phantoms 
was placed. These were second hand United 
States Navy F-4Js fitted with General Electric 
F-79 engines. After an extensive refurbishment 
and the fitting of some British equipment, they 
were designated F-4J(UK).

The collapse of the threat from the Eastern 
Europe led to an accelerated run down of the 
Phantom fleet and the last unit disbanded at 
the end of September 1992.

https://www.rafmuseum.org.uk/research/collections/mcdonnell-douglas-phantom-fgr2/
https://youtu.be/41PdnXRCrIY?t=101


First RAF VTOL Sqn Formed - July 1969

Under the command of Squadron Leader 
Bryan Baker, the squadron became the 
world's first operator of a V/STOL aircraft with 
the arrival of the Hawker Siddeley Harrier in 
1969, declared operational the following year. 
A detachment from 1 (F) Sqn was deployed 
aboard the Carrier Battle Group (TG 317.8) of 
the Falklands Task Force during the Falklands 
War, operating from HMS Hermes and flying 
ground attack missions against Argentine 
forces. It replaced its first generation Harriers 
with Harrier IIs from 23 November 1988, being 
declared fully operational on the Harrier GR.5 
on 2 November 1989. The sqn was the 
sub jec t o f an ep isode o f the BBC 
documentary series Defence of the Realm 
before and during its participation in the 
Bosnian War as part of NATO's Operation 
Deny Flight. During the Kosovo war the 
Squadron flew sorties as part of NATO's 
Operation Allied Force

1 (F) Sqn left the "home of the Harrier" at RAF Wittering for RAF Cottesmore on 28 July 2000. Cottesmore became home to all 
operational RAF Harrier squadrons – 20 (Reserve) Sqn, later renumbered as 4 (R) Sqn, the Harrier Operational Conversion Unit 
remained at Wittering. The squadrons both flew missions during the Iraq War and were awarded the "Iraq 2003" battle honour.
The squadron was awarded a battle honour in March 2020, recognising its role in the War in Afghanistan.
One outcome of the Strategic Defence and Security Review by the coalition government in 2010 was the decision to take the RAF's 
Harriers out of service almost immediately. All Harrier units, including 1 (F) Sqn, ceased Harrier flying on 15 December 2010, with 1 (F) 
Sqn formally disbanding on 28 January 2011.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Deny_Flight
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Deny_Flight
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RAF_Cottesmore
https://youtu.be/BYEoeYld5HI?t=10

